J une 2005 



Briefing 

Good Neighbours? 

Community impaets of supermarkets 



C 

Friends of 
the Earth 



Friends of the Earth inspires solutions to environmental problems, vvhieh make life better for people. 
Friends of the Earth is: 

O the UK’s most influential national environmental eampaigning organisation 
O the most extensive environmental netvvork in the vvorld, with almost one million supporters 
aeross five eontinents and over 60 national organisations worldwide 
O a unique network of eampaigning loeal groups, working in over 200 eommunities 
throughout England, Wales and Northern Ireland 
O dependent on individuals for over 90 per eent of its ineome. 

To join or make a donation eall us on 0800 581 051 

Friends of the Earth, 26-28 Underwood Street, London N1 7JQ 

Tel: 020 7490 1555 Fax: 020 7490 0881 Email: info@foe.co.uk Website: www.foe.co.uk 

Friends of the Earth Limited eompany number 1012357 
O Printed on paper made from 100 per eent post-eonsumer waste 





Good Neighbours? 



The last fifty years have seen major ehanges in the way that people buy their food. 
Fifty years ago most people bought their food from markets or speeialist food shops, 
sueh as greengroeers, butehers and fishmongers. Today, £76bn is spent on 
groeeries, and more than 80 per eent goes to supermarkets. These are huge 
eorporations; Asda Walmart is now the world’s largest eompany by turnover, while 
Teseo takes one in every three pounds spent in the UK. This briefing looks at the 
eeonomie and soeial effeets of the eompetitive polieies of large supermarket ehains, 
and the subsequent impaets on loeal eommunities in the UK. 

The rise of the supermarkets 

The eharaeteristie retail outlet for large supermarket ehains is the superstore, typieally more 
than 25,000 square feet in size. The number of superstores in the UK rose from 733 to 
1 ,147 between 1990 and 1998 1 . Smaller, independent shops struggle to eompete with the 
buying power and aggressive prieing polieies of these big supermarkets - in 1995 there were 
230,000 banks, Post Offiees, pubs, groeers, and eorner shops in Britain. By 2002 there 
were 185,000, and it has been projeeted that there will be just 140,000 by 2009 2 . The rate of 
loss of independent shops is inereasing - a reeent study by the Institute of Groeery 
Distribution revealed that 2,157 independent shops went out of business or beeame part of a 
larger eompany in 2004, eompared with a previous annual average of around 300 a year. 3 

During the last twenty years, a range of alternatives to supermarkets have developed, 
ineluding farmers’ markets, farm shops, direet sales and delivery sehemes. And when 
added to traditional shops and food markets, there is still a great variety of ways of buying 
food. But all of this variety is under threat from the aggressive sales taeties of the big 
supermarkets. 

In addition, supermarkets are now museling in on non-food markets sueh as elothing, 
eleetrieal goods, books and CDs, as well as finaneial and other serviees, sueh as 
pharmaeies and photo development. It is elear that the big supermarkets see these goods 
and serviees as key to their eontinuing expansion. They are aiming to eompete direetly with 
the entire range of shops found in our towns and high streets. 

Eroding Choice 

Supermarkets elaim that they provide ehoiee to eonsumers, but in reality they often erode 
real ehoiees for people: a reeent Mintel survey 4 of shopping patterns eommented that 
“arguably the biggest threat to smaller towns and the high street is inereased provision of 
eonvenienee items by major groeery superstores. ’’ By dominating food sales, they take 
away the ehoiee to shop in traditional shops sueh as greengroeers and butehers; they make 
it hard for new sehemes to start and expand; and by targeting non-food shops they eould 
take away the ehoiee to visit a thriving town eentre. Several eompanies, in partieular 
Sainsbury and Teseo, are also buying up independent eonvenienee stores. 

Teseo already eontrols nearly 30 per eent of the groeery market 5 , and in areas where it is 
also buying up eonvenienee stores, its market share may be even higher 6 . If this trend 
eontinues, the only ehoiee available to eonsumers will be between Teseo or Asda, Sainsbury 
or Morrison’s; in the worst eases shoppers may only have the ehoiee to go to different size 
stores of the same ehain. 

Supermarkets provide a ‘one size fits all’ solution to retailing, but eommunities eontain a 
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huge diversity of people with different needs and demands. There are already many 
different formats for buying food (ineluding but by no means limited to): 

• Traditional speeialist stores sueh as greengroeers, butehers, fishmongers. 

• Loeal eorner shops and eonvenienee stores 

• Traditional markets and the newer farmers’ markets 

• Farm shops, pick-your-own and direet sales 

• Food eo-operatives and box delivery sehemes 

Providing genuine ehoiee should be about making provision for this diversity, rather than 
stifling it. Supporting this diversity also brings loeal eeonomie and soeial benefits. 

But supermarkets ean use very aggressive taeties to remove loeal eompetitors. The 
Proudfoot ehain in North Yorkshire is a long-established loeal business. When Teseo 
opened a store in Withernsea, they sent money-off vouehers to loeal households giving them 
40% savings at Teseo. lan Proudfoot, owner of Proudfoot stores, asked the Offiee of Fair 
Trading (OFT) to investigate, elaiming that Teseo was trying to put him out of business, but 
the OFT saw nothing wrong in Teseo’s behaviour 7 . Reeent reports suggest they are 
repeating this approaeh in several eities with diseount offers to eustomers. Loeal retailers 
are angry at what they say is an aggressive, anti-eompetitive taetie 8 - even sueeessful 
businesses ean struggle to eompete against sueh aetivities. 

Supermarkets are also inereasingly moving into non-food goods, sueh as elothes, eleetrieal, 
garden equipment, medieines, household goods and so on. The New Eeonomies 
Foundation has been researehing the deeline of all types of independent retailers, revealing 
the extent of supermarket and ehain store takeover of the high street. 9 One of the worst 
towns surveyed had only one independent shop - the rest were ehains. In eontrast Flebden 
Bridge, in West Yorkshire, has only three ehain stores. Their report states that ‘many town 
centres...have lost their sense ofplaee and the distinetive faeades of their high streets’. Fligh 
streets dominated by ‘identikit ehain stores’ also have fewer eategories of shop than towns 
that have resisted the invasion of ehain stores and supermarkets. 

impaets on the loeal eeonomy 

Independent shops are part of the loeal eeonomy and often support their loeal eommunity. 
Many independent stores buy their supplies loeally, and this ean help the loeal eeonomy. A 
Friends of the Earth study of loeal food sehemes 10 ineluding farm shops, farmers' markets, 
box sehemes and eommunity supported agrieulture found that on average just over 50 per 
eent of business turnover was returned to the loeal eeonomy, usually in the form of spending 
on loeal produee and inputs, staff wages and money spent at other loeal shops and 
businesses. This eompares very favourably with supermarkets, which may siphon as mueh 
as 95 per eent of their takings away from loeal areas to shareholders and distant 
eorporations 11 . 

• In Hove, Brighton, Teseo opened a large superstore in 2003, and the eompany 
elaims that this attraeted 30,000 new eustomers. Yet loeal traders feel that they are 
worse off 12 . They have seen falls in takings and the new store ate up land previously 
used for a ear park, while the store’s own parking is only for two hours, giving 
eustomers little time to shop anywhere other than Teseo. 
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• A study in Fakenham, found that town-centre food retailers experienced a 64 per 
eent deeline in market share following the opening of an out-of-town supermarket. 

The number of eonvenienee food stores fell from 1 8 to 13, and the number of vaeant 
shops rose by 33% 13 

The impaet of the elosure of loeal shops ean be widely felt, as they often exist in a network 
with other loeal businesses. A survey of shopkeepers around the town of Saxmunden in 
East Suffolk 14 was earried out in 1 998 when a new Teseo store was proposed. It found that 
67 out of 81 food retailers in seven market towns and 19 villages, employing 548 people, 
predieted they would go out of business if the Teseo store opened. The survey reported that 
this would lead to the loss of a further 295 related loeal jobs. 

And it is unlikely this lost loeal business will be pieked up by supermarkets. It has been 
estimated that, using a definition of loeal food as eoming from within 30 miles of the store, it 
is typieal for supermarkets to have only 1-2 per eent of turnover from loeal food providers 15 . 

In eontrast, Friends of the Earth’s study of loeal food sehemes 16 found that most of them sold 
food direetly from their own land, and where they were unable to do this they were going to 
eonsiderable effort to souree loeally. 94 per eent of the businesses soureed produee from 
within a thirty mile radius, and nearly a quarter of them soureed most or all of their food 
loeally. 

Edge of eentre superstores 

As supermarkets have found it inereasingly diffieult to get permission for out-of-town 
superstores, there has been an inereasing move towards loeating them at the edge of town 
eentres. The impaets of sueh developments are highly dependent on exactly how and where 
they are sited. 

One Government-eommissioned study 17 highlighted the ease of a superstore elassed by 
planning authorities as edge-of-eentre, which was aetually so far away from the main eentre 
it was diffieult to get between the two for linked shopping trips. The study eoneluded that the 
eurrent definition of an ‘edge-of-eentre’ store as being 200-300m from the eentre (as used by 
planning authorities) was likely to be too wide for smaller market towns. 

Ease of aeeess is also important - it’s not just a ease of distanee, but also the way that 
aeeess is laid out and how easy it is for pedestrians to make their way from the superstore to 
the town eentre; a large road in the way will deter many people. The Government study in 
faet eoneluded that “the prineiple effeet of the new stores was to divert trade from the town 
eentre to the edge-of-eentre loeations ” 18 . Parking restrietions in supermarket ear parks (for 
example restrietions to two hours’ parking) ean also diseourage shoppers from visiting other 
shops. 

In other words, rather than leading to spin-off shopping, edge-of-eentre has the potential to 
produee ‘spin-away’ effeets, where shopping is drawn away from the existing eentre. Even a 
study by a supermarket (Somerfield) bears this out. In 1996, their survey of 12,000 people 
doing their main shop at a Somerfield store at 33 sites found that for every pound spent in 
one of its town eentre stores, an average of 46 penee was spent at other nearby shops 19 . 

But at edge-of-eentre stores this linked spending more than halved to 21 penee for every 
pound spent at the supermarket. At out of town loeations it fell even further to just 10 penee. 
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Bringing in J obs? 

Supermarket eompanies elaim that all these impaets should be overlooked beeause they are 
providing jobs for loeal people. Teseo and Asda VValmart have been using this argument to 
gain planning permission for so-ealled regeneration sites - putting up large superstores in 
deprived urban areas. Any opposition to the new store ean be quickly overeome by the 
promise of jobs in areas where they may be very hard to eome by. For those people who do 
eseape long-term employment for a job at a new superstore there is no doubt this must be 
benefieial, but the question is whether there are wider eosts. Do the supermarkets really 
provide extra jobs? 

Supermarkets usually herald plans for new superstores with the elaim that they will bring 
hundreds of new jobs. Oonsidering how many new stores have been opened, this should 
add up to a signifieant inerease in employment nationally. But the figures don’t add up. 
Supermarkets are very effieient eompanies, partieularly when it eomes to the produetivity of 
their staff. One study, which eompared national retail employment between 1991 and 1995 
against employment elaims made by the supermarkets noted that while groeery retail sales 
grew in that period by 12.3 per eent, groeery retail employment did not grow by the same 
amount - just 2.7 per eent growth 20 . So while the businesses grow, numbers of staff do not 
grow as fast. As the author of the study eommented, the “extra jobs have simply evaporated 
in the eompetitive proeess”. 

Another way to look at this question would be to eonsider how many people would be 
employed if groeery sales were not dominated by supermarkets, but were instead in the 
hands of smaller groeery stores. In 2004, small groeery shops had a total turnover of around 
£21 billion and employed more than 500,000 people 21 . The big supermarket ehains have 
mueh bigger sales (Teseo alone has a turnover of £29 billion) yet they only employ around 
770,000 people 22 . So the supermarket ehains eontrol more than 80% of the groeery market 
and yet they employ only 50% more staff than small shops. The simple eonelusion is that 
small shops are better for employment than having a superstore. Any eouneil wanting to 
inerease loeal employment would be better off eneouraging new loeal food 
businesses than trying to attraet a supermarket. 

Supermarkets have not just redueed employment, they have also affeeted the quality of life 
for other business owners, for example through extended opening hours. A survey of 
working eonditions for self-employed retailers in 2003 23 found that more than half of 
shopkeepers did not take any holiday at all during the year, 67% said they worked a seven 
day week and 68% were working 12 hour days. 

impaets on loeal people 

The loss of loeal, independent shops ean eause serious problems in terms of aeeess to food, 
partieularly for people on lower ineomes or those who don’t have the use of a ear. A reeent 
survey 24 of shopping habits found that there is a strong bias towards use of loeal shops in 
less affluent urban areas, ineluding eouneil estates and multi-ethnie low-income areas. It 
also found that people in these loeations were more likely to use loeal shops for their main 
shopping. So if loeal shops elose down, the effeets are more likely to be felt by those who 
may already struggle to get their food eaeh week. 

Another study 25 looking at aeeess and ehoiee for food shopping in Portsmouth found that 
people on low ineomes, ineluding elderly residents, felt that their lives had not been made 



5 




Good Neighbours? 



easier by the large seale development of supermarkets and the loss of loeal shops. Many 
felt they had been foreed into dependenee on supermarkets due to the loss of loeal shops, 
while at the same time the supermarkets did not eater to their needs beeause they are set up 
primarily for affluent ear users. The study found that, beeause of the loss of loeal shops, 
people without a ear had to make speeial arrangements to do their shopping, ineluding 
expensive options sueh as getting a taxi. 

The takeover of eonvenienee stores by supermarkets has also led to problems, partieularly 
where they have been elosing ‘in-store’ post offiees, leaving loeal eommunities without easy 
aeeess to a post offiee. This hits the elderly and infirm partieularly hard. A pensioner in 
VVitney, where the loeal post offiee was due to be elosed by Teseo eommented 7 am a 
pensioner and disabled and will be in diffieulty if Cogges Post Offiee eloses. . . It seems to me 
that the eommunity is being saerifieed to the god of money’ e6 . 

impaets ean also go beyond loss of loeal serviees - ‘just-in-time’ delivery by supermarkets 
ean mean multiple daily visits from supermarket trueks in areas not designed to support 
them. A new Teseo Express in Kew, South London, led to deliveries arriving between 4am 
and 1 1 pm with consequent noise and traffie disruption. Following diseussions with the 
eouneil and residents, Teseo agreed to restriet deliveries to between 8.30am and 7pm, 27 but 
has so far failed to honour this agreement 28 . 

And a father and daughter in Manningtree, Essex, have attempted to get an Anti-Soeial 
Behaviour Order served on Teseo after beeoming frustrated with noise from refrigeration 
equipment at a neighbouring Teseo Express. The eouneil had already taken out a noise 
abatement order against the store, but Teseo has lodged an appeal, which eould be a 
lengthy proeess. The father eommented “VVhile this appeal is being dealt with my daughter 
and I are virtually unable to leave windows open, use the garden and go about our normal 
daily lives without the intrusion ofeontinual noise’ 29 

Drovvning out demoeraey? 

“They are too big and powerful for us. If we try and deny them, they will appeal, and we 
eannot afford to fight a planning appeal and lose. If they got eosts it eould bankrupt us. ’ eo 
John Sweeney, leader of North Norfolk Distriet Oouneil 

Supermarkets ean use aggressive taeties to get their own way with eouneils as well. On 
paper, there are often grounds for loeal authorities to refuse permission for a new 
supermarket, but supermarket ehains sueeeed beeause they have sueh large resourees at 
their disposal. Threats of legal appeals ean frighten eash-strapped eouneils into giving in. In 
the ease of Sheringham, North Norfolk, Teseo has taken 8 years to win approval against a 
determined eampaign by loeal people opposed to the superstore. In other eases, Teseo 
prepares the ground, purehases land and gets agreement with eouneil offieials well before it 
seeks planning permission, making it hard to refuse. 

‘These guys are professionals and are in for the long haul. They have plenty of experience 
from around the eountry in winning planning permission - from PR eampaigns in the loeal 
press to planning experts and expensive \awyers. VVhat ean we, a buneh ofamateurs, do to 
stop them?’ A loeal resident from Dorset 31 

Loeal people ean find it hard to make their voiees heard or their wishes taken into aeeount. 

In Leyton, East London, many loeal people wanted a disused railway yard, which after 30 
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years had turned into vvoodland, to be turned into a eommunity vvoodland 32 . But the site vvas 
aetually turned into an ASDA superstore, a deal elinehed by ASDA vvith the provision of 
£1 million for a nevv road. 

But this doesn’t mean that loeal people ean’t fight baek: many eommunities have managed to 
resist superstore applieations. For example, in Norvvieh there has been a long eampaign to 
prevent a nevv Teseo opening in the Unthank area of the eity. The applieation vvas reeently 
turned dovvn as a result of loeal opposition and the elear evidenee that the nevv store vvould 
have ereated traffie and eongestion problems. As loeal eampaigners say; “For many, many 
reasons we believe that a proposed shop would severely reduee the quality of life in an area 
that i we enjoy living in. Our neighbourhood is speeial and we want to keep it that way. ’ 33 

Conclusion 

It is elear that big supermarkets don’t usually make good neighbours. There are often 
signifieant soeial and eeonomie impaets assoeiated vvith the opening of nevv supermarkets. 
But there are plenty of things eonsumers ean do to support their loeal food eeonomy and 
avoid large supermarkets. 

• Support loeal independent retailers, and eneourage them to stoek loeally produeed food. 

• Support loeal food sehemes sueh as farmers’ markets, box sehemes and farm shops. 

• Grovv your ovvn fruit and vegetables. 

• Keep an eye on loeal planning proposals and applieations and press the eouneil to 
ensure retail developments have a full environmental, eeonomie and soeial impaet 
assessment. 

But supermarkets must also be made aeeountable for their impaets. 

• More robust planning polieies and deeisions are needed to prevent damaging 
developments, eongestion and transport inereases and to proteet tovvn eentres and high 
street shops. 

• Loeal authorities must take steps to proteet retail diversity through, for instanee, loeal 
development plans, regeneration, or eonsideration of rate relief for small shops. 

• Measurable and binding targets are required to make supermarkets reduee their vvaste 
and transport impaets 

• A striet Code of Praetiee is needed to ensure that supermarkets are treating all suppliers, 
ineluding farmers, fairly. 

• A supermarket vvatehdog must be ereated to ensure that the groeery market is operating 
in the interests of eonsumers, farmers and small retailers. 

• There should be a moratorium on any further mergers and takeovers until the 
eompetition authorities have eondueted a market study to eonsider the vvider impaets of 
supermarket povver on soeiety and have examined the issue of loeal eompetition. 

• Corporate aeeountability legislation should be introdueed to make eompanies 
aeeountable for their impaets on eommunities, vvorkers and the environment vvorldvvide 
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Also see our new briefing Checking out the Environment: environmental impaets of 
supermarkets, June 2005 and our extensive materials on planning at 
http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/local/planning/ 
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